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Zero at the Bone 




Dramatis Personae 


McAllister, an Irish student. 

McDonald, an English student. 

Nemo, a vagrant. 

Scene: a disused lighthouse on the East Coast of Yorkshire in the recent past. 




Scene One 


[Curlews colling , slow fade-in.\ 

McAllister 

Seventy-five, six, seven, eight, nine 
telegraph poles march in a curved line 
to the end of the point. The coastguards' 4x4s 
bump along the road at all hours 
to the sound of the passing ships' ground bass. 

Not much else gets through the walls of this place. 

A peninsula is a bridge to nowhere except, 
once you turn round, the place that you've just left. 

Unless you stay. The sand blows over the road 
behind your steps; it's shutting you in. Outside 
of here a green lagoon cowers from the sea 
and the wind swallows anything I might say. 

And so I sit in this bricked-in cell and write: 
an empty lighthouse, the light of the world gone out. 

[Pause.] 

One tell-tale sign you're wasting your life 
is to find yourself at the age of twenty-five 
premature baldness coming on a treat, 
pissing your time away on a doctorate 
in staring at women's breasts in libraries. 

There goes a chapter, whistling past on the breeze. 

And then to be writing it, into the bargain, 
in Hull, on the poetry of Philip Larkin, 
or bunking off instead to the East Coast ends 

of the earth, to Spurn Point where the [ declamatory.] 'silence stands 
like heat'... How do those lines go? [ declamatory.] 'Here 
is unfenced existence: facing...' [gives up.] my last beer 
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in an arse-end of nowhere place yet to come up 
with an off-licence, a chippy or video shop. 


[Pause.] 

Philip Larkin, dome-headed national treasure - 
I mean, reputation under erasure - 
I mean, spirit of Albion with a beer gut 
and bicycle clips - I mean, rancid bigot. 

Take your pick. I mean, visionary author 
of 'Here'. It all depends on what you're after. 

I'm after the exact spot on the point 
where England trickles away and you confront 
that 'unfenced existence' he describes. 

Somewhere among the bunkers, dunes and hides 

hides the black star of anti-matter 

that leaves this place and me dead in the water, 

the White Rabbit hole I'll happen upon 

and, late for my disappearance, disappear down. 

McDonald 

[Enters reading from notebook .] Southerly passage: brent goose 6, widgeon 144 
plus 40 u-turned, gadwall 9, teal 46, tufted duck 4... [Pause. McAllister rolls his 
eyes. Resumes .] Common scoter 199, goldeneye 2, red-breasted merganser 9, 
goosander 1... 

McAllister 

What, just the one? What about its mates? 

McDonald 

Maybe it was blown off course. What's 
for tea? 


McAllister 

I was assuming you'd say 'Goosander'. 
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McDonald 

Not unless you fancy taking a 'dander' 
along the sands with a shotgun and a pointer. 

McAllister 

A what? [Snorts.] Next you'll be telling me there's a panther 
loose in the lighthouse. Haines, I should call you, 
you Anglo-Saxon comedian. Would it kill you 
not to say 'gobshite', 'Jaysus' and 'gurrier', please? 

Call in the postcolonial language police! 

McDonald 

[Comic RP.] I'm sorry old man. [Makes rifle-cocking gesture .] 

A chap's got to be quick 

on the draw if he wants to take a crack at the Mick. 

McAllister 

[Mimics being shot in the chest. Comic RP.] 

As long as you haven't cleaned the confounded fridge out. 

[Opens fridge. Stage-lrish.] Jaysus, he has! You gurrier! You gobshite! 

McDonald 
Bachelor squalor! 

McAllister 

Perdue'll be in a right snot. 


McDonald 

Nothing some light house-keeping [McAllister grimaces.] can't put right. 
[McAllister stares out the window , at a loss.] 

I'll cycle down to the village. 

[Rises and claps him on the back.] You're such a scream. 

Without me, friend, you'd be as lost as her name. 
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Scene Two 


McDonald 

[Enters reading from a notebook .] 

Sparrowhawk 2, Stock Dove 1, Skylark 9, Meadow Pipit 21, Rock Pipit 2, Blackbird 
4, Starling 50, Chaffinch 3, Goldfinch 2, Lesser Redpoll 20... [Yawns theatrically.] 

McAllister 

Where've you been? The Land of Nod? 

McDonald 

Ravenser. 

McAllister 

Odd. 

McDonald 

[Spells it out.] Ravenser Odd. 

McAllister 

What's that about? 


McDonald 

Some days on the shore I can just make out 
what you might think was a buoy or the snout 
of a whale but it's, you'll never guess what - 

McAllister 

Where? 


McDonald 

Beyond the end of the spit. 
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McAllister 


What? 


McDonald 

A village under the tide. 

McAllister 

Where Danish pirates lie in wait. 

McDonald 

That inch by inch slid down the long slide - 
McAllister 

Where coffins floated down the main street. 
McDonald 

It's all still there. I've seen it. 


McAllister 

[Pause.] 


You bet. 


McDonald 
No sign of Perdue? 

McAllister 

Divil the bit. 


McDonald 
Odd. Very odd. 

McAllister 

That's what I said. 

Any sightings? 
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McDonald 

There was a whinchat. 

McAllister 
A bird of passage. 

McDonald 

Also a whitethroat. 

McAllister 

Her long white throat. I saw that. 
McDonald 

Of course you did. In the Land of Nod. 
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Scene Three 


McAllister 

[Scratching .] They're biting. 

McDonald 

Your arms are like sandpaper. 

McAllister 

A termite mound. [Points.] And as for below the equator... 
McDonald 

Your enemy has got you on the rocks. 

McAllister 

The curse of the hairy blind worm strikes. 

McDonald 

The brown tail caterpillar has returned? 

McAllister 

A plague. An infestation. Call it a sign. 

McDonald 

A judgement of the Lord. 

McAllister 

You have been warned. 


McDonald 

The great mistake is to expose any skin. 
Millions upon millions of tiny hooks 
sinking in... 
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McAllister 

[With mock indignation.] I haven't done fuck all 

to deserve this! 

McDonald 

So how did they get in your pants? 

McAllister 

The wildlife officer has a cardboard box. 

He ties these cardboard boxes to the plants. 

We have to stop any breeding, stop the cycle... 

McDonald 

That's about the only breeding goes on 
around here. 

McAllister 

I hear your bedposts rattle at night. 

McDonald 

My fleas and yours do go at it all right. 

McAllister 

No, even our fleas jerk off. This place is the dead zone. 
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Scene Four 


McDonald 

And what might you be wasting your time on today? 
McAllister 

My big bald friend. [Declaims.] 'For you would hardly care 
That you were less deceived, out on that bed, 

Than he was../ 

McDonald 
Who'd not care? 

McAllister 

The woman wouldn't. 


McDonald 

Why, what's wrong with her? 


McAllister 


She wants to die. 

She's been drugged and raped: 'ruined'. 


McDonald 


Sounds bad. 


McAllister 

But not 'deceived'. Like that was some kind of cure. 

McDonald 
Knowledge is power. 
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McAllister 


But not exactly joy. 

You think he goes too far out of his way 
to understand, to sympathise with the man? 

McDonald 

Better undeceived than what, deadened 
by rape-lust? 

McAllister 

'... stumbling up the breathless stair 
To burst into fulfilment's desolate attic/ 

Forgive me a bout of empathy fatigue. 

I mean, suppose the guy wasn't deceived 
at all, thinking to himself as he left: 
just the ticket, just what the doctor ordered, 
a nice bit of rape! 

McDonald 

The calculating monster 
versus the brainless thug. 

McAllister 

And you're which one? 

McDonald 
I beg your pardon! 

McAllister 

Would it be so much harder 
though, I wonder, hot-headed, cold-blooded brutes, 
just to give the whole rape thing a miss? 

McDonald 

But every woman, you know, adores a fascist... 
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McAllister 
I beg your pardon. 


McDonald 

Girly-man, eh. 


McAllister 


What crap. 


McDonald 

Deep in the blood throb our rapist roots. 

The Greek gods too, mind, liked a spot of rape. 

Leda and the swan, Daphne giving 
Apollo the slip by turning into a reed. 

McAllister 

The wind among the reeds... All is forgiven, 
my caveman friend, if you'll just go make the tea. 

McDonald 

Bitterns, when they're feeling threatened, will freeze 
and imitate a reed. They might even sway, 
sway gently from side to side in the breeze. 

McAllister 

'As the bitore bombleth in the mire...' 

McDonald 

'Bombleth?' 

McAllister 

Chaucer. 

McDonald 

You never see them: they never 
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show. 

McAllister 

Speaking of which, have you checked the road? 
McDonald 

No sign. 

McAllister 
It's not tea I need. 

McDonald 

[Goes to window .] Filthy weather! 

With patience though... you never know what... might appear... 
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Scene Five 


McAllister 

There's only one way, out and back here, right? 
McDonald 

Right. 


McAllister 

Wrong. You're forgetting side to side. 
McDonald 

Explain. 


McAllister 

The railway tracks, I mean, scored 
into the tarmac here outside the door, 
then reappearing all the way down the point. 

McDonald 
And what of them? 

McAllister 

Where'd do you think they're bound? 


McDonald 

Where are you bound with this? What's your drift? 
McAllister 

Drift indeed. They drift from right to left 
but then drift back. 

McDonald 

A riddle of the sands. 
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McAllister 
They're shifting? 

McDonald 

Underfoot. 

McAllister 

It's the strong east winds. 


McDonald 

It's history. The train brought in supplies... 

McAllister 

You never step into the same road twice, 
never mind river. 

McDonald 

... in the First World War. 

McAllister 

There's a turntable, or just its scar. 

McDonald 

Zeppelins used to pass and rain down slaughter. 
McAllister 

I think the turntable is underwater. 

McDonald 

They used a sound mirror to intercept 
transmissions. 

McAllister 

There are ways but no way out. We're trapped. 
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McDonald 

What they were most afraid of was a plot. 

McAllister 

The Riddle of the Sands... 

McDonald 

A stealthy U-boat 

slipping past the point, or one of those freighters... 

But what if the enemy lurked within our borders? 

McAllister 

'"Our" borders!' [Loughs.] Think of Erskine 'blue blood' Childers 
before you hand out any British passports. 

Here we are though, on the front line, if any 
manner of plot were to go down. It's funny. 

I've had a sense this last while, mark my words, 
we've turned into... 

McDonald 

Who? 


McAllister 


Davies and... 


McDonald 


[Slops him on the bock , mock-RP accent .] Carruthers. 
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Scene Six 


McDonald 

Hour after hour finds lined up, stern to prow, 
boats from Monrovia, Gdansk or Nassau, 
fabulous holds containing Lord knows what, 
a UN of unknowns sailing past each night. 

Try out my binoculars on the view 

and someone's training his right back on you. 

[Pause.] I see things that are there and things that aren't. 
At me too they are looking. [Pause.] What do you want? 
[Pause.] To think I stand here gazing at the south bank 
and ask why life clings on somewhere so blank, 
human life that is, life other than mine, 
as if a total blank wouldn't suit me fine. 

A low tide's worth of curlews now, or ruff, 
or godwits, that's what I call world enough, 
here where earth and sea and sky collide 
and the only place a man might hide's a hide. 

I never saw a bird I would not follow 

if only mine were, like birds' bones are, hollow. 

But look at my Irishman and his 'fool research'. 

Art should soar, not wallow in the ditch 
of postcolonial this and gender that. 

Philip Larkin then, still guilty or what? 

Racist, woman-hating empire thug? 

Forgive me if I fail to give a fuck. 

The wind among the reeds and a lapwing's cry: 
that's research, or a thought that might yet fly. 

And what if no one, nor God nor I, is there 
when it cries, is there still a noise to hear? 

[Pause.] Last night I could have sworn I saw the splash 
of a man gone overboard and into the wash. 
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[Lopwing colls.] 


Scene Seven 


McAllister 

Is fad 6 bhoile o labhrafonn on pi I i bin. 

McDonald 

What's that? A blast of the Erse, old bean? 

McAllister 

It means, it's far from its nest the lapwing sings. 

McDonald 

It's a trick. They pretend to have broken wings... 

McAllister 

I followed the song in her long white throat... 

McDonald 

The idea's to flush their predators out. 

McAllister 

The idea was to lead me away from her nest. 

McDonald 

I could stare all day at a lapwing's crest. 

McAllister 

While all this time she's hidden her nest in the open. 
McDonald 

Nothing, or do I mean something, can happen... can happen... 
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McAllister 

Anywhere, everywhere, nothing. Not a sign. 
McDonald 

You just watch and wait and she'll touch down soon. 
McAllister 

So where is she then, my white-throated Perdue? 
McDonald 

Maybe she's hiding, hiding in plain view. 
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Scene Eight 


McAllister 

When I think of Perdue I think of lost and found, 
of found and lost. She told me she'd turn up 
the other evening in Hull down the pub, 
down by the river Hull. Down the Whalebone, 
a pint of neckoil poured for her as planned, 
the fire piled high and the rugby on. 

Here where whalers drank back in the day, 

the whalers who would have brought all the way 

from Greenland Memiadluk and Uckaluk, 

that Inuit couple they paraded like 

a couple of freaks, on board a ship called Truelove. 

Whalers who would have seen leviathan spout, 
infinities of right whale finished off, 
flensed, butchered, their mazy guts sponged dry 
on the killing decks awash with ambergris. 

And then I noticed no one else was around. 

Maybe the barman had nipped down the cellar 
or out for a fag. I stood and warmed my behind 
at the fire. All evening I'd tried to call her: 
no response, just an old voicemail of her 
reciting that Dickinson poem she loved, 
for me to 'listen again' to over and over. 

'A narrow Fellow in the Grass... His notice 
sudden is...', nudge, nudge. How we laughed 
at the thought of great aunt Emily getting it on. 

If that's what she meant. Now I'm not so sure. 

I opened a tin of snuff at the bar marked 'gratis' 
and stood there sneezing away to myself. 

[Sneezes violently .] 'A tighter breathing... and Zero at the Bone.. 
Just what's been lurking in the grass for her? 

Where was I when she was... if she's in... danger... 
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McDonald 

[Barging in jauntily .] Mine's a pickled egg and an Erdinger. 
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Scene Nine 


Nemo 

[Feet dragging on the shingle in darkness. Muttering .] 

Sea area forecast... Dogger bank... 

easterly, south-easterly... rough, very rough... 

that old bastard captain... did he think 

that crew of his wouldn't... shout their mouths off... 

about what he was carrying... in the hold... 

always pissed by midday... I saw the gun, 

I knew he'd a gun... I knew the day we sailed 

someone would end up... that I couldn't... go on... 

but threaten me, would you... rave all you want, 

the safe was empty... I knew where he'd hidden... his stash... 

what better way out, I thought... rounding the point 

than... down... over the side... with barely a splash... 

and swimming ashore... in the backdrifts from the boat... 

to the call of... how you say in English... a whitethroat... 
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Scene Ten 


McDonald 

[Consulting notebookpencil in hand.] 

I heard a curlew's whirling, plangent call. 

McAllister 

I left champagne in the fridge for her, to chill... 
McDonald 

I spied a redshank's rangy, darting legs. 

McAllister 

... then drank it. My vigil got a bit lax. 

McDonald 

I heard the marsh harrier's murderous wheep. 
McAllister 

She'll come to me tonight as I drift to sleep... 
McDonald 

I have seen the bittern's arching neck. 

McAllister 

Not one word of reproach would I speak. 

McDonald 

I've watched the water rail carry its young aloft. 
McAllister 

I have cried on her breast, laughed, cried and laughed. 
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McDonald 

I have seen a very lost albatross. 

McAllister 

Unless the point was breached and it's we who're lost... 
McDonald 

I love the sight of an avocet's turned-up beak. 
McAllister 

Do I have to get down on my knees and beg... 
McDonald 

So many birds turn up here blown off course, 
but don't forget they are doomed. We birdwatchers 
watch a harvest of death fall from the sky. 

Flying off out to sea they will drop and die. 

Nemo 

[Entering.] God save all here. Who the fuck are you? 

I wouldn't say no to a fucking drink or two. 
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Scene Eleven 


McAllister 
And you are? 

Nemo 

Mind your noise. 

McDonald 

Where have you sprung from? 


Nemo 

A hole in the ground. 

McAllister 

You're not from these parts? 


Nemo 


Paddy. 


Go home, 


McAllister 

Paddy? 

Nemo 

Just where is this, the Vale 
of fucking Avoca? All this distance I sail 
for this, Paddy. Stick me... shamrock enema! 

McAllister 

You're wanting the sea-coast of Bohemia? 
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Nemo 

I know you Irish. 

McDonald 

And Brits? 


Nemo 


Brits I know too. 


McAllister 
I've seen you. 

Nemo 

No you've not. 


McAllister 

In the ditch. 

Something, someone, was rooting around just now 
in the ditch, like a badger. Down near the beach. 

Nemo 

What is badger? 

McDonald 

And yesterday too. 


McAllister 
from these parts? 


You're not 


Nemo 

[Produces wrapped food.] I have dried bliny. Is shit. 

McAllister 
It's Mr Bliny. 
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Nemo 

Let's have a look at this fridge. 

You have good red meat, yes? You have fish? 

McDonald 

Veg only. [Points ot McAllister .] Fish, flesh or fowl he will not touch. 
Nemo 

Fuck him. Fuck you. 

McDonald 

I went out looking. With a torch. 


Nemo 

This looks like curry? [Tucks in.] 

McAllister 

Compliments of the chef. 


McDonald 

This must be that panther we were talking about. 
McAllister 

Martello tower how are you! 

Nemo 

[Looking in mirror .] I could do with a shave. 
McDonald 

And a bath to follow? 

Nemo 

Fuck yes. But not too hot. 
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McDonald 
You're welcome. 


McAllister 

We aim to please. 


McDonald 


The comforts of home. 


McAllister 

Remind us again where you said you were from. 

Nemo 

[Still eating .] From, how you say in English... over the sea. 
McAllister 

I'm noticing how your English comes and goes. 
[Approaches and eyeballs Nemo.] 

You speak English good, yes? You can, how you say, 
follow? 


Nemo 

[Burps.] Apologies. A touch of gas. 

But table is set for three. There are three of you, yes? 

McDonald 
Not exactly. 

McAllister 

We're expecting a guest. 


Nemo 

And he has arrived. 
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McAllister 

You didn't see... on the road... 


Nemo 
See what? 

McDonald 

I doubt it! 

McAllister 

Anyone else. Outside. 


Nemo 

What kind of fool would come to a place like this? 
McAllister 

What ore you doing here? 

McDonald 

He'll spin you some lies. 


Nemo 

For me, is not so bad. You should see the dive 
I come from! 

[He removes a knife from his pocket and pares his noils.] 
McDonald 

Now now, while you're here you'll behave. 


Nemo 

Don't you bother me I won't be no trouble. 

McAllister 
But didn't you... 
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McDonald 

There's no point. There's wine on the table. 
McAllister 

I have cried and laughed on my whitethroat's breast. 
McDonald 

There'll be none of that with this... cuckoo in the nest. 
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Scene Twelve 


McAllister 

[Holding o mobile phone.] 'You have no new messages. To listen 
to saved messages, press two. "A narrow 
Fellow in the Grass../" Still the last one. 

"'He likes a Boggy Acre../" Or possibly sand. 

"'When stooping to secure it, /It wrinkled, and 
was gone..." To delete this message, press three/ 

It's not like I need this [hits the delete key.] as, what, a reminder, 
or like it's, what, some ancient history 
I need to cling to like some last remainder, 

when it's already lodged in my bone marrow [throws phone away]. 
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Scene Thirteen 


McAllister 

[With bottle .] Sorry, I didn't catch your name. Whiskey? 

Nemo 

I knew this Irish once. Filthy bastard. 

McAllister 

Rufus T. Firefly? Jake Balokowski? 

Nemo 

[Notfollowing.] That's not him. Always, drunk, he would start 
on me with the names and the fists. 

McAllister 

Chico Marx... 


Nemo 

That's not him either. Polack, Dago, Kike... 

You think you Irish so special? Suck my cock! 

I whack him over the head, one day, with a spade. 

McAllister 

'With the riz of a loy...' [Aside.] I knew this guy was well-read. 
[Aloud.] I try flattery too when nothing else works. 

Nemo 

This is funny? I am like joke to you? 

McAllister 

I don't see anyone laughing. [Pause.] Where's that Saxon? 
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Nemo 

I give you joke. [Pulls up sleeve to show large scar.] 
McAllister 

An Englishman, an Irish - 
Christ, what's that? 


Nemo 

You want some laughter lines? 
McAllister 

Nothing in life is that funny. [Pause.] Right? 
Nemo 

Tell me, Irish boy, what you come here to do? 
McAllister 

[Embarrassed.] Study. 

Nemo 

Faggot. 


You wish. 


McAllister 

Oh, I get plenty of skirt. 
Now isn't there a boat you should be on? 


Nemo 

I was stupid young boy like you are, once. 


McAllister 

But it must be tough, miles from any port 
and only your fist to pump, eh? 
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Nemo 


Mind your lip. 


McAllister 

Not a woman in sight, the cook bent over... 

Nemo 

I tell you, man who tried that on with me, ever... 
McAllister 

To the gently rocking waves... 

Nemo 

He'd know what's up. 


McAllister 

And what is your nation, might I ask? 

Nemo 

You repeat 

yourself something rotten. What is it about, 
the pair of you, cooped up here? You should go back 
where you come from, boy, trot along home to the bog 
and your dear colleen... 


McAllister 
[Sharply.] My what? 

Nemo 


your Irish sluts? 

McAllister 


That's not what you call 


You mind your fucking lip. 
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Nemo 

Now you're talking my language. 


McAllister 

back in the fucking sea? 


Want to wind up 


Nemo 


For all I care. 


McAllister 

Where is that Saxon? [Shouts out window .] What hour do you call this at all? 
Nemo 

Some precious colleen - 
McAllister 

Fuck you. [Exits.] 

Nemo 

- and her long black hair. 
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Scene Fourteen 


McAllister 

Do you know this guy? 
McDonald 


I thought maybe you did. 


McAllister 

He knows something. 

McDonald 

There's something afoot. 


McAllister 

than he's saying. 

McDonald 

Some shenanigans. 

McAllister 


More 


Take it as read. 


McDonald 

I'm sure I saw something down by the shore... 
McAllister 

With the low tides here, and all this bare coast... 
McDonald 

What are you saying? 
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McAllister 


Contraband. Smack. 


The white slave trade. 

McDonald 

A spot of the old jihad. 


McAllister 

All that North Sea gas would make quite a blast. 
McDonald 

All his corner boy stuff might be a front. 

McAllister 
Too right. 

McDonald 

He could be a stone-cold sober snake 

in the grass. 

McAllister 

This gut-feeling I had... 

McDonald 

Coming in here like he was out on the town... 
McAllister 

... from the moment he breezed in, blathering on 
about 'over there', that it was a stunt... 

McDonald 

What manner of stunt? 

McAllister 

How do we know he's foreign 


40 



at all? 


McDonald 

Is there something... something we've missed? 
McAllister 

You can't just take these people on trust. 

McDonald 

I should have investigated... 

McAllister 

What? 


McDonald 


not run. 


McAllister 

What?! 


McDonald 

The business I mentioned down on the beach. 
McAllister 

Right. Or maybe we're getting carried away? 

McDonald 
Could be. 

McAllister 
Cabin fever? 

McDonald 

Uh-huh. Why? 
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McAllister 

I mean, there's still a bit of a gap between 
a gallous tale and an actual dirty deed. 

McDonald 

Perhaps. It's just you haven't seen what I've seen. 
McAllister 

Oh? Still, it's not like anyone's... died. 
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Scene Fifteen 


McDonald 

I know your game. I've been watching you, friend. 
Nemo 

Shouldn't you be off looking at seagulls? 
McDonald 

What are you, Slav, Arab, or what kind of fiend? 
Nemo 

I must be the Wandering Jew. 

McDonald 

Come for our shekels? 


Nemo 

Shackles? Chagalls? Oh, shekels. [Sings.] 'If I were a rich man...' 

I don't need your shekels. 

McDonald 

You didn't come empty-handed? 


Nemo 

Oh no? 


McDonald 

You brought some... luggage when you landed? 
Nemo 

Nothing to declare. A bottle of vodka, 
since drunk, and a soggy packet of Richmonds. 
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McDonald 

I often go out looking for night-fliers. 

A storm petrel, say. But what would you care? 
I might stumble, too, on a fox in its lair. 

Nemo 

I'll say. 


McDonald 

With a prize catch in hand. 


Nemo 


Such as? 


McDonald 

Enough to fill one large hessian sack? 

Nemo 

That'd be the postman, stumbling back 

from this asylum of yours, and stuck in the ditch. 

McDonald 

Or perhaps you like to collect wild flowers? 

Nemo 
At night? 

McDonald 

You get all kinds in a place like this. 


Nemo 

Speak for yourself. 

McDonald 

So you wouldn't object 
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if we went back - 


Nemo 


Where? 


McDonald 


- and - 


Nemo 


What?! 


McDonald 


- if we went back and checked? 


Nemo 

Is nothing! You have filthy mind, like sewer! 
McDonald 

As himself would say, To be sure to be sure. 
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Scene Sixteen 


McDonald 

I could hardly see a thing in the dark 
but I saw him, I saw that son of a bitch 
bury his 'luggage' over there in the ditch, 
like a fox or badger going to work. 

Then he brushed himself down and off he went. 

Maybe he's hoping to find it again by the scent. 

So my surprise when he turned up here was a bit... 
feigned. This guy... I know what he's about, 
his little riddle of the sands. Blackguard. 

But then he's hardly the only one around. 

I've been keeping an eye on our Irish friend 
while Perdue's away, and if there's a priest 
in these parts, he might want to have a word, 
and get a certain something off his chest. 

She too might want to reconsider 
if slipped a word by a... let's say an insider. 

[Struck by the pun.] 'Inside her'. The thought of that omaddn 

inside her is more than enough to madden 

any mother's son. But what's that 'she 

might want'? That relationship, I'd say, 

belongs emphatically in the past tense. 

The lights are out on that ballroom of romance. 

He may have done his share of happy roaming 
but the only place it's led him, I should think, 
the only 'Love Again' this guy has coming, 
is a three-in-the-morning bachelor wank. 
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Scene Seventeen 


McAllister 

The birds blown off course that turn up here 
are doomed, all doomed, he likes to tell me. 

So she hasn't turned up: do I blame her? 

I mean, where's the incentive? Words fail me. 

The hungry sea will devour this shoreline yet. 

Dinner's ready, Perdue, and oh, we're it. 

There's always Hull for afters, if it's still hungry. 

Unappetising prospect, I agree. 

But Orwithfleet, Sand le Mere, Ravenser Odd... 
these waves have got some secrets in the hold. 

And just suppose I too had something to hide, 

like the small matter of... [Pause.] sticking it somewhere I shouldn't 

with some bird of passage, first chance I had... 

That's news will keep, for the moment at least. 

She should be the one telling me to get lost, 

not me out combing the sand-dunes, in search 

of a mobile signal... Just who's left who in the lurch? 

I don't claim... I never said I was perfect. 

I'm rightly shanghaied now though, rightly fucked; 

I mean, shagger that I am, impotent, 
powerless to come between her and all harm. 

Just let her turn up, no damage done, 
and I can make it all better, start again. 

My fresh-start act. That'd be true to form. 

[Pause.] Your man told me the other day how the knot, 
one of those little brown birds of his, takes 
its name from of all people King Cnut. 

Who did not try to hold back the waves, but showed 
it cannot be done, shake your fist and shout 
all you want. [Pause.] Oh I'm on top of your tricks, 
the whole pack of you, don't think I'm so blind. 

I hear the tide. But I'm in no mood to be drowned. 


47 



Scene Eighteen 


Nemo 

I've dropped anchor in Monrovia, 

Gdansk and Nassau, but nothing can compare 
to fetching up like a drowned rat over here. 

I thought I'd do my business and get out, 

but there's more than dust, now, stuck to my feet, 

and no dip in the tide's going to wash that off. 

And as for Mutt and Jeff, you're having a laugh. 
Their mad hatters' picnic is lacking a hamper 
or two, I would have thought. Include me out. 

But not until I get a few things straight. 

I'm onto that Saxon, I'm more than a step ahead, 
whatever notion he's got into his head. 

He thinks he's playing me and waiting to pounce? 
I'd call that guy all mouth and no pants. 

The truth is I saw him before he saw me. 

No pants indeed. This guy I'd call... slimy. 

But talk about waiting to pounce! I've already got 
my claws sunk in that ignorant Saxon's gut. 
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Scene Nineteen 


McAllister 
It's happening, then. 

McDonald 


What is? 


McAllister 

There's been a breach. 

We're cut- 

McDonald 

They’re cut off. 

McAllister 

We're out of reach. 

The road was buried in sand-drifts. The stuff 
was in my eyes, my mouth. But more than that - 

McDonald 

What? 


McAllister 

I tripped over something, behind the dune. 
McDonald 

Oh? 


McAllister 

A special delivery, I would have thought, 
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but not by post. Bags and bags. 


McDonald 


What of? 


McAllister 

Icing sugar. Brick dust. How would I know? 

McDonald 

And what'd you do with them? 

McAllister 

What would you have done? 

Cut them open and emptied them into the breeze. 

McDonald 
What the fuck? 

McAllister 

I'm sure it's still there now, 
if anyone's looking. The seventh, eighth pole down, 
in the sand... 

McDonald 

What are you getting into here? 

McAllister 
You tell me. 

McDonald 

But suppose there's someone out there, 
watching and waiting, suppose someone saw you... 


McAllister 
But we're cut off. 
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McDonald 

I mean, just think of the price... 

McAllister 

Of icing sugar? Talk sense, man. No one 
saw me. There was no one around. 

McDonald 

You think. 

They'll sniff foul play. You'll end up in the drink 
before they're finished. 

McAllister 

Who they? Our shifty friend? 

I don't see him around. 


McDonald 

[Vehement.] Isn't it time 
you joined some dots? Perdue doesn't arrive, 
this guy turns up, what do you think's going on? 

McAllister 

My faith in humanity's going, going gone. 

McDonald 
Wake the fuck up! 


McAllister 
as you assume. 


Still I'm not quite as dumb 


McDonald 

They're going to sniff a catspaw. 
I'd say it's getting on for time to leave. 
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McAllister 


Not yet. 


McDonald 

What are we waiting for? 


McAllister 


Never you mind. 


McDonald 

Still, just chucking it all away on the wind. 

I admire your balls. I admire your... chutzpah. 
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Scene Twenty 


[Nemo enters in darkness. Five seconds. McDonald enters behind him , grabs him 
around the neck] 

McDonald 

Our fly-by-night returns. 

Nemo 

Where's your manners? 


McDonald 

We're an island now, haven't you noticed? 

We can't go taking in any old tramp. 

Nemo 

There wasn't any space left at the dump. 

You think I enjoy hanging round this nut house? 

McDonald 

The waters are rising. The tide must be at the door. 

Nemo 

[Pushing McDonald off. McDonald keeps torch trained on Nemo's face.] 
I'll have the top bunk then. You don't mind the floor? 

McDonald 

We'll be fishing out the goddamn window 
soon, with you as bait. 


Nemo 
my friend. 


You will in your arse, 
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McDonald 


You'd be surprised what's in these waters. 
A North Sea mermaid might get snagged in your net. 

Or even... you've read Moby-Dick ? [Sarcastic .] I mean, 
you strike me as an educated man. 

Nemo 

[Provoked.] Call me a schlemiel? 

McDonald 

Not that it matters, 

but the only real whale in Moby-Dick 
washed up just along the coast from here. 

Nemo 

Whose dick? Poofter, eh? I'm not your whore. 

You Englishmen! 

McDonald 

Anything washed ashore 
was property of Lord Muck of Holderness. 

He had god-given rights, droits de seigneur. 

But you'd know about that. [Circling Nemo.] About exercising 
your rights. When the booty's there for the seizing. 

A mermaid caught in your net. 

Nemo 

A what in my what? 


McAllister 

[Entering.] Captain Ahab, your whale is right behind you. 
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Scene Twenty-One 


McAllister 

So what's it all about, the what in his what? 
McDonald 

You'd have to ask our friend here about that. 

McAllister 
I'm asking you. 

McDonald 

It seems he's been on some kind 
of beach-combing expedition. 

McAllister 

And what did he find? 


Nemo 

[Aside.] She said something... [Aloud.] There's no such thing as a mermaid 
McAllister 

What's that? Did you say something? 

Nemo 

[Aside.] Said something... murmured... 


McAllister 

What about that P.J. Barnum monkey 
mermaid? 'You can fool some of the people all 
of the time...' 

McDonald 

Just look at those fingernails: manky! 
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What do you think he found, I mean left in the sand? 

The riddle of the s - 

McAllister 

Can we put that one to bed? 

I'm finding our little joke has lost its appeal. 

It's not funny now. It was never funny. 

McDonald 

And where'd he get that cut, that cut on his hand? 

Nemo 

Hey, do I take sugar? Am I some kind of ghost? 

McAllister 

[Sings.] 'I'll come back for the honey... that taste of honey... 

Tasting much sweeter... than wine../ [Stops.] Except sweeter 
than that is... [Eyeballs Nemo.] You're a hallucination of mine, 
didn't I mention? [Eyeballs McDonald.] And you? Is she? Am I? 
[Pause. Dazed.] I swear I've seen our lighthouse beam on the water. 
Live and invent. And it's been a fine game. I mean, 
before we sank this low. A fine game, eh? 

McDonald 

Can you for fuck's sake wise up? This is no game. 

There's your man. Ask him where Perdue went. 

McAllister 

[Suddenly bold.] My friend, this is the man who found your goods. 

Nemo 
My what? 

McDonald 

I what? 
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McAllister 

You'll find he has what you want. 


McDonald 

What?! 


McAllister 

Those bags of drugs you said you brought home. 
McDonald 

He found your drugs! What are you on about? 

You'll find that precious smack of yours is afloat 
on the North Sea now. Or maybe the Norfolk Broads... 

Nemo 

So one of you two fuckers has my stuff? 

Let's be having it then. 

McDonald 

Enough is enough. 

This crazy Irishman got rid of the lot. 

McAllister 

Didn't take much, did it? To flush you out. 

McDonald 

But what are you doing, fucking with this... wild rover? 
McAllister 

Didn't take much for you to fuck me over. 

Nemo 

Okay, my boys, where is it? Stop taking the piss! 
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McAllister 

You were seen. I saw you. What's your excuse? 

McDonald 

Drugs? What? I never... 

McAllister 

[Sings.] 'Sweeter than wine../ 

[Stops.] You'd do well to keep your hands off what's mine. 

McDonald 

This guy... I saw him... bury a sack of... 


Nemo 


[Sarcastic.] Please! 

I saw you put it there in the first place. 
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Scene Twenty-Two 


McAllister 

It's all coming out. That dam of yours has burst. 

McDonald 

This is the kind of man you think you can trust? 

Some filthy lowlife smuggler, criminal dregs? 

Nemo 

So how are we playing this? [Produces knife.] Now who's in charge? 
McAllister 

How much sand do you need to cover your tracks? 

So I'm your what, your patsy? 

McDonald 

Don't make me retch. 


McAllister 

I was testing you. I cornered you and you snapped 
and shafted me. You're covering something up. 

McDonald 

Don't flatter yourself you've got me trapped, 
you and your knife-wielding hairy ape. 

Nemo 

I have man to meet. You want to meet him instead? 

He has a way of making himself understood. 

How many pieces you think he'll leave you in? 

On your head [Draws knife across throat.]... on your throat be it, not mine. 
McAllister 

This isn't about the drugs anymore, is it? 
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McDonald 

I saw her walking along the beach from my hide. 

Then this guy appears. There was a fight - 

Nemo 
Bollocks - 

McDonald 

Then she went limp. 

McAllister 

You piece of shit — 

McDonald 

I saw him bundle her body into a sack. 

Nemo 

I saw the whole thing. I'd just buried the smack 
when I saw him, crazy man here, on the loose. 

He stuck her good, then afterwards... disposed 
of her. But I'd been watching. I knew who he was. 

I knew where to find him. But I had to protect 
my stash. 

McDonald 

Don't mind him. That's the rum talking. He's pissed - 
Nemo 

I mean, suppose my contact had had me tracked. 

I couldn't go playing vigilante before 

the guy arrived and we made the switch. But after- 

McAllister 
It was you all along. 
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Nemo 


Unless you are 
the guy? Are you the guy? 

McAllister 


you, murdering scum! 
Nemo 


I'll fucking slaughter 


You should have seen him beat her. 


McAllister 
But is she - ? 

Nemo 

I don't know. It was too dark to see. 
Look, all I want to know is, where are the drugs? 

McDonald 

You didn't deserve her. She deserved better. 


Nemo 

One of you two clowns still has my bags. 

McDonald 

And I knew you'd been sticking it to some... floozie. 
She was fine when I saw her. If any damage 
was done, perhaps this guy went on the... rampage. 

McAllister 

[Grabs Nemo's wrist.] Give me that knife. Give me! 


McDonald 

a lady. And as for you, the drugs have been here 


I know how to treat 
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the whole time. I was just calling your bluff, 

both of you. I stashed them under the floor [points to floorboard]. 

Now drop the knife, take your parcel and leave. 

Quid pro quo. I'm not a violent man. 

[To McAllister , suddenly penitent.] 

I'm sorry. That was out of turn. Don't take it 
amiss. You've got to believe me. I mean, fuck it... 
we can sort it all out between us, friend... 

I mean... there's nothing's broken we can't still mend... 

McAllister 
So is she dead? 

Nemo 

[Crouching and lifting floorboard.] But with the bags... now I can 
do some overdue cleaning up. 

McDonald 

[Pleading.] You've got 

to believe me, I never laid a hand on Perdue. 

Not like that - 

Nemo 

[Rushes at McAllister.] Starting, Paddy, with you. 

McDonald 

[Coming between them.] No! ... Stop it!... I never... not like that... 

[Nemo raises his hand to stab McAllister.] 

Never a hand... Stop! [McDonald grabs his wrist and is stabbed by Nemo in the 
melee. Staggers forward. Sinks to knees.] ... to her long white throat... [Collapses.] 


[Blackout. Curlews calling, five seconds. Louder, five seconds. Silence.] 
Curtain 


62 




David Wheatley was born 
in Dublin in 1970 and now 
lives in Aberdeen. He has 
published four books of 
poetry with Gallery Press 
and features in The 
Penguin Book of Irish 
Poetry. Zero at the Bone is 
a poetic transposition of Erskine Childers’ Riddle of the Sands to a 
disused lighthouse on Spurn Point, East Yorkshire, temporary 
home to a bird-watching Englishman and an Irish student 
researching the work of Philip Larkin. But where is the much- 
expected Perdue? And who is Nemo and what does he want? 
Blood may be spilled before we find out. 




http: //smithereenspres s .blog 


smithereens.press@gmail.com 






